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MESSAGE 


N INDIVIDUAL CAN become member of Rotary 
International only through an invitation from an 
active Rotarian. However, engaging in service projects 
in any of the focused areas as identified by The Rotary 
Foundation is voluntary. Though many Rotarians do 
extend an helping hand to mitigate many of the issues 
faced by the economically underprivileged in the com- 
munity — be it in the area of education or healthcare, 
economic development or women empowerment — 
only a few passionately involve themselves in the com- 
plete process: assessing the situation, understanding 
the issues, developing projects to meet the needs of 
the community, identifying resourceful partners, im- 
plementing the project as per the plan, and reporting 
the outcomes to the donors and partners. Over the 
last two decades Rtn. Dr. M. V. Ravikumar has been 
consistently involved in eye-care projects working 
with many eye hospitals, The Rotary Foundation, cor- 
porates and the community. Rotary International has 
rightly bestowed on him the Service Above Self award, 
the highest honour given to a Rotarian for services 
rendered. 
In From Darkness to Light Rtn, Dr. Ravikumar has 
shared his Rotary journey — from the time he joined, 
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tracing his growth in Rotary, and explaining how he 
leveraged the Rotary platform to serve the needy. This 
book will help not only in motivating Rotarians across 
India to take up service projects but also in inviting 
successful professionals or business persons who are 
interested to serve the society into the fold of Rotary. 

Rtn. Dr. Ravikumar is a living example for this 
year’s Rotary theme — Serve to Change Lives. 


Rtn, Fazal Mahmood 
District Governor (2021-22) 
Rotary International District 3190 


PUBLISHER'S NOTE 
Ne CAN DouBT the fact that human beings 


are the most supreme creation on this planet. 
But how many make their life purposeful is a big 
question. There is a tiny percentage of humans who 
do create an impact to the lives of needy people and 
thereby making their life's journey meaningful. Rtn. 
Dr. M. V. Ravikumar is one such human being who 
has understood the essence of life and contributed to 
the society in his own humble way. 

Many people serve the community at large with 
either money or time or both. Trusts like The Rotary 
Foundation bring the much-needed smile on the faces 
of the lesser fortunate ones. From Darkness to Light is a 
handbook to learn how one can create synergy among 
Rotary clubs, eye hospitals, and corporates using the 
Rotary platform, to help eradicate eye-related issues 
of the underprivileged. Handbooks tend to be un- 
interesting but Dr. Ravikumar shares his experienc- 
es in his inimitable style that relates with the reader 
at once. Rotary Avoidable Blindness Foundation takes 


pride in publishing this book along with Eye-opener. 


Yamini Chandra Roy 
Trustee and Co-Founder 
Rotary Avoidable Blindness Foundation 
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Prologue 


Life is a grindstone and whether it grinds you down, 

or polishes you up is for you and you alone to decide. 
—Cavett Robert (1907-97) 
Founder — National Speakers’ Association, USA 
2 ie: POTENTIAL OF individuals to change the 
existing scheme of things is limitless. We all 
know that wherever we are, people are not the same — 
rich and poor, uneducated and highly educated, sick 
and healthy, young and old, the needy ones and the 

satisfied ones, etc. 

Rotary International (RI) as a service organisation 
gives its members an opportunity to bring about that 
change — it may be for building a better, stronger 
youth; preventing a disease by creating awareness and 
curing the diseased; improving literacy or training the 
needy to earn their livelihood. On the whole to create 
a new world, where better understanding and peace will 
prevail! 

Human beings are fortunate among millions of 
living beings on this planet. We have evolved over the 
last few thousands of years to understand the ways 
and means to learn the required knowledge and skills 
for realising the purpose of our lives through various 
frameworks (theory) and different platforms (action) 
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established over time. Rotary is one such platform 
through which I realised purpose of my life by devel- 
oping and implementing a few service projects that are 
beneficial to the community and derived contentment. 

Rotary started with the vision of one man — Paul 
Harris. The Chicago-based attorney formed the Ro- 
tary Club of Chicago on 23"! February 1905 so that 
professionals with diverse backgrounds could ex- 
change ideas and form meaningful, life-long friend- 
ships. During the last 117 years, the membership has 
grown to over 1.2 million spread across 200+ coun- 
tries through 36,900+ clubs. In India alone there are 
over 4,400 clubs with more than 1,70,000 members. 
Over time, Rotary’s reach and vision extended to hu- 
manitarian service. Members have a long track record 
of addressing challenges in their communities and 
around the world. 

‘The two mottos of Rotary — Service above Self and 
One Profits most Serves the Best can be traced back to 
as early as 1911 but only in 1950 were they officially 
resolved as mottos of Rotary at the Michigan Interna- 
tional Convention. Further, in 1989, Council of Legisla- 
tion (the Rotary parliament) established Service above 
Self as the principal motto of Rotary because it best 
conveys the philosophy of unselfish volunteer service. 

It is this time-tested tag line of Rotary — Service 
above Self — that attracted me. Sometime in June 1988 
when I was managing three companies that were at 
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various stages of their existence, I was invited by one 
of my college friends to join Rotary. Even after a few 
years of joining, I did not visualize any plans to im- 
plement service projects, as I had neither the time nor 
the mental space. 

In July 1997, I got a call from the then incoming 
President of my club requesting me to join the clubs 
Board because the Rotarian who had accepted the po- 
sition of Director — Community Service had to travel 
abroad for six months. Having agreed to take up the 
position, I organised a few blood donation camps and 
dental check-up camps for school children, with my 
limited understanding of service to community. 

‘This perhaps encouraged the next incoming Pres- 
ident for Rotary year’ 1998-99 to request me to be 
the Secretary of the club during his tenure. Within 
six months of being the Secretary, in December 1998, 
I was nominated as the President of the Club for the 
Rotary Year 2000-1. 

During most part of 1999, while on the business 
front I was managing an export consortium compa- 
ny, travelling abroad a few times a year, on the family 
front, I was helping my wife who had started building 
a house (based on the British-Indian architect Laurie 
Baker's concept) on a site gifted by her parents in ad- 
dition to attending to my younger brother who was 
diagnosed with advanced stage of oesophagus and 
stomach cancer. 


1 The Rotary year spans from 1* July to 30" June 
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On several occasions, situational issues made me con- 
template about my capabilities vis-a-vis family, profes- 
sional, and social responsibilities that I have to fulfil. 

I was in a dilemma during the end of 1999, in the 
context of the death of my only brother, whether to 
take up the leadership position of the Rotary club for 
the Rotary year 2000-1 or not. At this juncture, the 
Four-way Test — non-partisan and non-sectarian ethi- 
cal guide for Rotarians — came to my rescue.” I decid- 
ed to go ahead to take up the responsibility that was 
bestowed on me by the club. 

I was installed as the fifteenth President of Rotary 
Club of Bangalore Koramangala and the club complet- 
ed fifty service projects during 2000-1 including an 
International Matching Grant (MG) project with the 
support of The Rotary Foundation. Even while bring- 
ing out club’s annual report at the end of that Rotary 
year, I never had imagined that I would be continuing 
to do service projects through the Rotary platform for 
the following couple of decades. 

In February 2002, Rtn. Dr. Prithvi Raval (1950- 
2021), who was the District Governor (DG) when I 
was the club President, informed me that he had rec- 
ommended my name for the post of Chairman of the 
newly-formed District Avoidable Blindness Committee 
for the Rotary year 2002-3 to the incoming DG Rtn. 
Bhansali. Prithvi suggested that I attend two forth- 
coming seminars on Avoidable Blindness (AB), one at 


2 My essay My Tryst with Four Way Test is given in the Annexure 
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Hyderabad and the other at Goa, to get familiarised 
with the domain, before the beginning of the Rotary 
year. 

It is at the Hyderabad seminar that I met Rtn. Dr. 
Gabriel Minder (1936-2019) from Geneva, who was 
then been nominated as member-at-large of RI in the 
area of AB for 2002-3. Subsequently, he not only 
visited Bangalore three times during 2003-8 but also 
supported every one of the AB projects that I had 
proposed during 2003-16. 

At the Goa seminar, the key-note address was 
delivered by Dr. S. S. Badrinath, Founder of Sankara 
Netralaya, Chennai. I was really impressed when he 
explained how he built the internationally renowned 
eye hospital with the support of corporates to provide 
world-class clinical service even to a common man. 


RTN. DR. GABRIEL MINDER DR. S, S; BADRINATH 
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These two gentlemen created an indelible mark 
on me, inspiring me through their work. Having met 
them in person and having understood their passion 
to serve the community motivated me to be of some 
service’ to the community in the AB area. Although 
the size of the work that I have done is minuscule as 
compared to several giants in the area of Community 
Ophthalmology (CO), the process of developing and 
implementing service projects exposed me to various 
issues that a common man faces and made me realise 
how fortunate and comfortable I am in my life! 

My experience of developing and implementing 
projects in the area of AB during these twenty years 
(2002-22) has been much mote satisfying as com- 
pared to my earlier fifty years that were mostly spent 
in academics and profession / business. 

In this booklet, I share my experience of knowing 
Rotary, growing in Rotary, and serving the community 
through Rotary, which has ultimately led to great joy and 
satisfaction! 


3 A summary of the AB projects that I have done in the period 
2003-22 is given in the Annexure 


Beginning 

He WORKED FOR a public sector company 

as a Research and Development (R&D) engi- 
neer for ten years, in early 1984 I decided to resign 
to become a full-time entrepreneur. It was very much 
unlikely that a person with my family background — 
born in a middle-class conservative family with limited 
resources and not having much understanding of 
business dynamics — resigning a well-paying govern- 
ment job to seek greener pastures in business! 

As early as in July 1980, while working as an R&D 
engineer, I had initiated manufacturing activity on a 
part-time basis because of certain unusual situations. 
One of my colleagues with a similar family back- 
ground as mine joined hands with me and while he 
took care of designing of the products and testing, 
I managed finance, procurement, and sales, In three 
years time, as much as office work and family respon- 
sibilities, the part-time business also grew. This influ- 
enced my decision to resign in 1984. 

Apart from the ongoing part-time enterprise that 
I established in 1980, after resigning my job, I joined 
hands with another entrepreneur—who was one of 
my vendors—to be the co-founder of a newly-formed 
private limited company after converting his existing 
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proprietary concern. In 1987, together we established 
another private limited company with a couple of 
more professionals. Meanwhile I had also taken up 
the responsibility of Honorary Secretary of Consor- 
tium of Electronics Industries of Karnataka (CLIK), an 
association of Small- and Medium-sized Electronics 
Industries. Thus during 1988, I was not only manag- 
ing three enterprises but also busy with the activities 
of CLIK. 

In May 1988, I met one of my MBA classmates, 
Late Rtn. G, Ramanand, almost after ten years, be- 
cause a former ITI colleague wanted to purchase the 
flat that Ramanand had advertised for sale. The deal 
did not go through but Ramanand, who had just then 
joined a recently-formed Rotary club, after knowing 
that I had resigned my job to become an entrepreneur, 
strongly recommended me to join his club. He invited 
me to attend a few meetings of the club to know more 
about Rotary and experience it first-hand. The club 
meetings were held every Friday at a five star hotel 
situated in the heart of the city. The hotel was situated 
on the way back home from my workplace, I attended 
a few meetings in June. 

While attending the Rotary meetings, apart from 
Ramanand, I also interacted with a few other mem- 
bers — an entrepreneur making abrasives, another 
entrepreneur dealing in silver, an economist, a former 
bureaucrat of the Indian Revenue Service and subse- 
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quently retired as consultant to Asian Development 
Bank, a management consultant, and many more from 
different vocations. Some of these members strongly 
suggested that I formally get inducted as a member, 
perhaps at the beginning of new Rotary year, which 
happens to be from first of July. 

Thus, I formally joined Rotary Club of Bangalore 
Koramangala on 1* July 1988, mainly with a view to 
take a break from my daily hectic work-life schedules 
and interact with people from different walks of life. 
Given the nature of my work in those days, I could 
never imagine that Rotary one day would become an 
integral part of my life! 


Growth 


Fs esac Rorary ts a voluntary service organ- 
isation, it had some compliance requirements to 
continue as a member — one must have a minimum of 
sixty percent attendance in addition to paying the sub- 
scription on time. A member could, however, attend 
meetings of any club across the world and produce the 
attendance card to the Secretary of one’s home club 
before the end of the month to make good for the 
absence in clubs weekly meetings. During the period 
1989-96, I attended meetings of various Rotary clubs 
in different parts of the world because of my business 
travel, 

Rotary clubs, more than 36,900 in number and 
spread across the world in 200+ countries, are the real 
drivers of the Rotary movement. Each club is managed 
by a Board and operate through five avenues of service 
— Club Service, Youth Service, Vocational Service, Com- 
munity Service, and International Service. Each avenue 
of service has an assigned Director. Apart from the 
five Directors, the Board consists of: President, who 
leads the club from the front; President-Elect, one 
who is slated to take over mantle of leadership the 
following Rotary year, thus ensuring continuity of ad- 
ministration and service projects taken up by the club; 
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Vice-President; Secretary; Joint Secretary; Treasurer; 
Editor, to publish club’s newsletter on a periodic 
basis; and Sergeant-at-Arms, whose task is to manage 
attendance and maintain the decorum of the meeting. 

Just a few days before getting installed, then in- 
coming President of the Rotary year 1997-98 asked 
me if I could take up the responsibility of being the 
Director of Community Service because the member 
who had earlier agreed to it was being sent for a six- 
month training program to the UK and Canada by 
his employer. Having been a member for nine years 
and knowing very well that Service above Self is the 
motto of Rotary, I said yes to him. He requested me 
to attend the installation function that was being held 
on 11" July, to get formally inducted into the Board. 

As Director — Community Service, I organised 
a few blood donation camps in colleges as well as 
community and dental camps for school children. I 
became more regular to the weekly meetings because 
I was a Director and also because the club was meet- 
ing at a hotel pretty close to my house. Because of my 
increased involvement in the activities of the club, I 
observed that focus was on weekly meetings, fellow- 
ship, collecting the annual subscription, family nights, 
and participation in a few district programs rather 
than on service projects. 

Every year, before the end of December, the team 
for the next year is firmed up. The incoming Presi- 
dent for the next Rotary year (1998-99) was the 
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director of a software company. In early December, 
he visited my office requesting me to be the Secretary 
of the club during his presidentship. Instead of giving 
an immediate answer, I requested him to give me a 
copy of the clubs’ by-laws to understand the role and 
responsibilities of the Secretary. Generally, the job of 
the Secretary is to play second fiddle to the President. 
He makes announcement of birthdays and anniver- 
saries, sends weekly meeting letters, and prepares 
minutes of the board meetings and club assemblies. 
I agreed to become Secretary of the club during the 
Rotary year 1998-99 without knowing what was in 
store for me. 

As many of you may recall, apart from liberalisa- 
tion-globalisation-privatisation (popularly referred 
to as ‘LPG’) that was initiated by the Government 
of India during 1991, growth of the Indian software 
companies thrived on the Y2K phenomenon, which 
had assumed serious proportions during last cou- 
ple of years of the twentieth century. As a result, the 
President of the club in the Rotary year 1998-99— 
who was running a software company—had to travel 
frequently, thus leaving me with the responsibility 
of convening and managing board meetings. On his 
behalf, I also participated in a few District-level meet- 
ings. Rotary being a voluntary organisation, the posi- 
tion that we occupy is also voluntary. Over a period of 
time I realized that managing people and situations 
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require a different skill-set in the realm of Rotary, un- 
like in a business environment. 

In December 1998, the incoming President for 
1999-2000 along with a senior Rotarian visited my 
house to request me to take over the mantle of leader- 
ship for the Rotary year 2000-1. Having represented 
my President during the first half of his term on a few 
occasions, I had understood the role to a large extent, 
and hence gave my consent. Thus, during the second 
half of the year, I was holding two titles — Secretary 
and President-elect. The Rotary year 1999-2000 was a 
special year for the club as one of the charter members 
of the club was to be anointed as District Governor. 

Rotary International (RI) is typically managed like 
a multi-national company, except for the fact that the 
membership is by invitation and it is totally voluntary. 
For effective management, the organisation is divided 
in to 34 zones, with each zone divided into many dis- 
tricts. Each zone has about 30,000—35,000 Rotarians 
spread over six to twelve districts and each district 
may have anywhere between 2,000—7,000 members 
spread over 60-160 clubs. Some of the Rotary dis- 
tricts are not only spread across different states in a 
country, but also different countries in a continent 
(like in Africa) where the number of clubs is less. Each 
district is headed by a Governor, a member of one of 
the clubs in the district, who motivates and drives the 
clubs to work, aligning with the Manual of Procedures 
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and objectives established by RI as well as directions 
set by that particular year’s RI President. 

Being the home club of the District Governor, 
members had to put in more efforts. Unfortunately 
during 1999, I had a severe set-back in my family. 
My only brother, who chose to remain a bachelor and 
worked in a distant country (Federated States of Mi- 
cronesia, comprising of 600 islands spread across the 
western Pacific Ocean), was diagnosed with cancer of 
oesophagus and stomach. He was brought back home 
for treatment during July 1999 but succumbed to the 
disease on the 2" of November 1999. Having already 
committed to take charge as President for the Rotary 
year 2000-1, I started working to form the club's 
Board, which had to be completed before the end of 
December. 

I took almost four weeks to form my team, care- 
fully selecting the right members for the positions of 
Secretary and Treasurer, as these two positions are 
vital for the smooth governance of the club. Having 
formed the team, I listed down a few important is- 
sues that the team should resolve and the main one 
was shifting the weekly meeting venue to Koraman- 
gala. Though the name of the club was Rotary Club 
of Bangalore Koramangala, the weekly meeting was 
taking place in hotels situated in different parts of 
Bangalore. (The meeting venue changed three times 
after I had joined in 1988). About forty percent of the 
club’s members were residing in Koramangala and the 
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rest were from different parts of Bangalore. With the 
increasing traffic congestion in Bangalore, members 
found it difficult to reach the meeting venue which 
was close to Mahatma Gandhi Road in the central 
business district. This resulted in dwindling of club 
membership. 

Given that typically there is resistance offered to in- 
creasing the annual subscription, it became necessary 
to increase the membership of the club to meet the 
expenses for weekly meetings as well as the monthly 
family dinners, apart from implementing service pro- 
jects. Koramangala was close to Electronics City, the 
hub for electronics hardware and software industries, 
and. had developed into a big residential layout by 
the year 2000 and many neo-rich professionals had 
moved in there. So, there was great scope to attract 
new members. The newly-constituted Board heartily 
welcomed this move of shifting the meeting venue 
because many of them were living in Koramangala. 
I knew that Prof. Ramaswamy—the former Director 
of Indian Institute of Management, Bangalore—had 
established the Indian Heritage Academy in Kora- 
mangala to promote culture and fine arts. When I 
approached him to use the hall for our meeting place, 
he readily agreed with a condition that neither alcohol 
nor non-vegetarian food should be served in the hall. 

‘The meeting venue was thus formally shifted from 
1* of May, 2000 to Indian Heritage Academy. Having 
shifted to the new venue and with a well-developed 
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plan for the first Rotary year of the twenty-first century 
in place, our team was all set to give meaning to the 
incoming RI President's theme’ — Create Awareness, 
Take Action! 

Saturday, the 8" July 2000. 

Just 19 days before my 50" year on this planet. It 
was on that evening that I was formally installed as 
the 15" President of Rotary Club of Bangalore Kora- 
mangala in the presence of over a hundred guests 
made up of mainly members and their spouses, a few 
of my family members, and invitees. The club's Board 
of Directors also were installed along with me. 

‘The District Governor-Elects are trained at the 
International Assembly conducted every year at San 
Diego, USA sometime during January, six months 
before they take over the position of DG, Similarly, 
President-Elects (PEs) of all the clubs in the district 
are trained during March or April preparing them 
to take over the leadership of their respective clubs. 
The program—known as the President Elects Training 
Seminar (PETS)—lasts for a full day. The objective 
of PETS was mainly to ensure that the PEs prepare 
a comprehensive plan to strengthen club member- 
ship and develop proposals for service projects in the 
focused areas identified by The Rotary Foundation 


1 Six months before taking over the leadership, every R. I. 
President announces a theme for the Rotary year during which 
they are president at the International Assembly when all the 
District Governors gather for a week to get trained 
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(TRE) that would meet the needs of the community 
in and around where the club meets. 


DR. V. PRASANNA BHAT LIGHTING THE LAMP 
Also seen: PRID RIN. RAMESH PAI, DG RTN. DR. PRITHVI, 
RTN, VIMALA, MYSELE, AND RTN. JAI 

To raise funds for the service projects, the club's 
newly-formed Board decided to bring out a souvenir 
which also will serve as the club directory and ready- 
reckoner for calendar of events planned for the new 
Rotary year. The souvenir was formally released at the 
installation ceremony. For the ceremony, we had Past 
RI Director Rtn. Ramesh Pai, scion of the famous 
Pais of Manipal as our chief guest, while DG Rtn. 
Dr. Prithvi Raval was the installing officer. The guests 
of honour were: my college classmate and good friend 
Dr. V. Prasanna Bhat, who had served as Advisor of 


Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency (similar to Reserve 
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Bank of India) and Rtn. Rajendra Rai, who was the 
Assistant Governor — a new position that was just in- 
itiated. Apart from adding nine new members during 
that Rotary year, we established Rotary Community 
Corps” at Chembenahalli — a village situated 18 kms. 
from Koramangala, a Rotaract Club’ in Jyothi Nivas 
College for Women, and an Inner Wheel Club’. 

Our Board also took a decision to separate the 
club's administration account and project account to 
increase focus on service projects. The year was full of 
actions and we were awarded as the best club in our 
category in the district for that year. 


2 Rotary Community Corps is a group of non-Rotarians who 
share Rotarys commitment to change the world through service 
projects 

3 Rriginally started as RI’s youth programme in 1965 for ages 
above 18, Rotaract has now grown into over 11,000 clubs with 
over 2,00,000 members 

4 Inner Wheel Club is an International womens organisation 
initiated in 1924 by wives of Rotarians 


Service 


Rx Arcu Kiump who was the RI President in 
the Rotary year 1916-17 mooted the idea of an 
endowment for doing good at the Atlanta Rotary Con- 
vention in June 1917, which motivated the Rotary Club 
of Kansas City in Missouri, USA to make the first 
donation of US$26.50. It was in 1928, at the Minne- 
apolis convention, that the endowment was formally 
named as The Rotary Foundation (TRF). Currently, 
TRE has assets worth more than $1 billion, distrib- 
utes over $ 200 millions annually in grant for service 
projects across the world, and is recognized as one 
of the most effective and well-managed charitable 
organizations in the world — with four-star ratings for 
sixteen consecutive years from Charity Navigator and 
an A+ rating from Charity Watch. 

TRE made the first award of US$500 to Inter- 
national Society for Crippled Children in 1930. In 
1965, TRF launched the Matching Grant (MG) 
programme for the clubs / district to take up service 
projects. Through this programme, TRF encouraged 
clubs to take up service projects in their community 
partnering with club(s) / district outside the host 
country by providing financial support through its 
Grants Programme. With increasing number of clubs 
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participating, in 2014 the‘Matching Grant’ was mod- 
ified to ‘Global Grant? 

Global Grants support large international activi- 
ties with sustainable, measurable outcomes in Rotary’s 
seven areas of focus — Promoting Peace, Fighting Dis- 
ease, Providing Clean Water, Sanitation and Hygiene, 
Saving Mothers and Children, Supporting Education, 
Growing Local Economies, and Protecting the Environ- 
ment. By working together to respond to real commu- 
nity needs, clubs and districts strengthen their global 
partnerships. 

When I turned fifty-one, I decided to call it a day 
and handed over the business that I had co-founded 
to my other partners. In January 2002, I registered 
for a doctoral program, primarily as a tribute to the 
departed soul of my younger brother, who succumbed 
to cancer in November 1999 while he was in the midst 
of his doctoral studies. Having registered for a Ph.D., 
I decided to use my spare time for community service 
as I had just then completed my year as President of 
the club doing fifty service projects. 

The first MG project that I got involved in was 
Maanasi — to treat rural women having mental health- 
related issues. This project was developed with the 
support of Rtn. Dr. Geetha Jayaram, an alumna of 
St. John’s Medical College, Bangalore and a clinical 
psychologist employed with Johns Hopkins Hospital, 
USA and implemented in association with St. John’s 
Hospital. 


Service 33 
Under this project a SUV was donated to St. John’s 


Hospital for psychiatrist and medical professionals 
to visit the out-reach centre at Mugalur, as well as 
two mopeds for the volunteers to visit homes in and 
around villages. St. John’s Hospital was already oper- 
ating a Community Health Program at Mugalur. A 
computer and a printer were also donated for the hos- 
pital to maintain the records and report periodically 
to the donors. This project was successfully imple- 
mented during the Rotary year 2002-3. 

On a chilly morning in early February 2002, I got 
a call from Rtn. Dr. Privthi Raval, who served as DG 
for our RI District #3190' during 2000-1. He told 
me that he had recommended my name—to the in- 
coming DG of our district, Rtn. Parasmal Bhansali— 
for the post of Chairman of the newly-formed District 
Avoidable Blindness (AB) Committee. Prithvi further 
told me that he had been appointed as the Regional 
AB Coordinator (South Asia) by RI President-Elect 
Rtn. Bichai Rattakul. 

Prithvi advised me to attend two AB seminars, 
which were to be held before the start of the Rotary 
year 2002-3: one at Hyderabad and the other at Goa, 
with a view to get familiarised with AB. I attended 
both seminars. It was at the Hyderabad seminar 
where Past RI President Rtn. Frank Devlyn was the 
chief guest and I met Rtn. Dr. Gabriel Minder of 


1 There are currently 544 Rotary districts across the world 
spread over 205 countries 
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Geneva for the first time. At the Goa seminar, I met 
Dr. S. S. Badrinath, Founder of Sankara Netralaya. 
‘Thus began my journey in AB. 

Based on the knowledge gathered at the two AB 
meets, I organised a seminar in January 2003 for the 
benefit of club Presidents and Community Service 
Directors to know more about eye-related issues and 
how Rotary could play a role in mitigating problems 
of the poor in the area of AB. I invited six ophthal- 
mologists to talk about each of the eye-related issues: 


refraction, cataract, glaucoma, diabetic retinopathy, cor- 
neal diseases, and eye donation, and how clubs could 
support AB projects. 

In August 2003, Rtn. Dr. Gabriel Minder sent me 
an e-mail informing that he would visit Bangalore 
during 6" to 8" November 2003. Ever since his retire- 
ment in 1996 at the age of sixty as a management con- 


RTN. GABRIEL MINDER ADDRESSING THE GATHERING 
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sultant in the corporate world, not only did Gabriel 
spend most of his money on socially-relevant projects 
but also spent a great deal of time tying up various 
individuals (mostly Rotarians) across countries and 
continents for the sake of helping the helpless. He 
travelled extensively across continents at great per- 
sonal risk (he was a heart patient) — merely for the 


sake of doing good in the world. 


GABRIEL INAUGURATING THE DISTRICT AB WORKSHOP 


I organised a half-day AB seminar on November 
7%, 2003 with Gabriel as the key-note speaker. By this 
time, we had done several out-reach eye-screening 
camps both for children and adults. At this seminar 
Gabriel announced that his club was ready to support 
an MG Project to treat 1,000 cataract patients who 
needed surgery but could not afford it. 
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Based on Gabriel's support, I initiated an MG 
project before the end of December, enlisting eleven 
clubs, each contributing Rs. 10,000. Then, Gabriel 
connected me with Rtn. Jorge Amaral, a member of 
Rotary Senhora-da-Hora, Portugal, who immediately 
consented to support this project. This AB MG pro- 
ject supported by eleven clubs in my home district, 
two international clubs, and TRF, thus planted the 
seed for several future AB projects. 

We received US$18,000 from TRE in May 2004 
to support cataract surgeries for 1,000 economically 
underprivileged people in our community. By Febru- 
ary 2005, with the support of five eye hospitals we 
completed 1,034 cataract surgeries and handed over 
the completion report to Gabriel, who visited Banga- 
lore again and participated in the Rotary Centenary 
Celebration hosted by our district. Since then I have 
never looked back. A summary of AB projects imple- 
mented during the last two decades has been given in 


the Annexure. 


GABRIEL SPEAKING AT THE CENTENARY CELEBRATIONS 
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Let me highlight a few signature AB projects that 
were developed and implemented during the last two 
decades. 


Rotary Centenary Project (2004-5) 

I WAS INVITED asa speaker at the AB conference held 
at Malaysia on 18 October 2003 and later at Sin- 
gapore during 1* and 2"! May 2004. ‘The participa- 
tion in the Singapore AB conference resulted in me 
joining hands with Rtn. Dr. Lau of the Rotary Club 
of Singapore and Mr. Roger Biggs, Field Executive of 
International Resources for Improving Sight (IRIS), an 
international NGO of the UK, stationed at Cambo- 
dia, to do a joint AB project for restoring the eyesight 
of underprivileged Cambodians. 


RTN,. JOHN TAN GIVING ME A MEMENTO AFTER 
MY TALK AT THE AB CONFERENCE IN MALAYSIA 
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After returning to Bangalore, I raised funds to 
provide required consumables for 200 surgeries and 
the travel costs for the two ophthalmologists from 
Bangalore to do voluntary service by operating on 
cataract patients in Cambodia. For this project Gabriel 
had personally contributed US$1,000. Two more 
ophthalmologists from our neighbouring RI District 
#3180 and one each from Singapore and USA did vol- 
untary work for two weeks during29" November to 13" 
December 2004, Over four hundred Cambodians got 
their sight back in couple of weeks. IRIS took care of 
local stay and hospitality of the visiting doctors. 

2004—5 was the centenary year of Rotary and I 
was happy that I could be part of such a project that 
brought together five Rotary districts from four dif- 
ferent countries — France, India, Singapore, and USA 
to do voluntary work in a fifth country — Cambodia, 


highlighting true spirit of Rotary! 


THE CAMBODIA PROJECT 
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Rotary-SAP India Project (2010-12) 


IN JUNE 2009 Rotary Bangalore Lakeside was char- 
tered and Rtn. Ramakrishna Potluri (Ramki) was the 
Charter Secretary. When Ramki came to know about 
AB projects and its impact, he got in touch with me 
to know how he could effectively utilise Rs. 15,000 — 
an amount that he had collected for service projects. 
I suggested that he could donate the amount to our 
club’s registered trust and by matching the amount, 
our trust would support 30 cataract surgeries of eco- 
nomically underprivileged people. On completion 
of the surgeries, I promptly sent him report giving 
details of 30 beneficiaries. 

SAP Labs, India had a practice of giving gift cou- 
pons worth Rs. 500 to the employees on their birth- 
days, which could be utilised by them in designated 
stores or theaters. Ramki, who was employed with 


™. Rotary club At 7 gala 
4, =ongalo 


re Moraman 


WITH RTN. RAMKI (AUTHOR OF SAP PROJECT), 
RTN. KRISHNAMOORTHY, AND RTN, JAYARAMAN 
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SAP Labs, was so impressed with the impact created 
by his club’s donation of Rs. 15,000, proposed to his 
company management that they add ‘Gift of Vision’ 
as one of the choices for the employees to choose 
instead of the coupons. I designed an appreciation 
certificate carrying the logos of SAP and Rotary to be 
given to the employee thanking him/her for the gift 
of vision. This certificate was handed over to them on 
their birthday by the HR head. 

We could support nearly 2,500 cataract surgeries 
spread over 20 months. A consolidated report giving 
details of all the patients was submitted to SAP Labs. 


TRE Centenary Projects 

1. Do Good in the World (2016) 

I was HIGHLY impressed with Gabriel’s simplicity, 
humility, and compassion towards humanity; I 
thought it would be a good idea to bring out a felici- 
tation volume highlighting Gabriel's contributions to 
humanity. Rotary year 2016-17 was celebrated as the 
Centenary Year of TRE so I chose the title‘Do Good in 
the World’ to align with TRF’s motto, When I shared 
this idea with my son Hari (a writer and designer), 
who had also interacted with Gabriel on a couple of 
occasions, he whole-heartedly joined hands with me. 
I decided to release the book at Gabriel’s home club, 
Rotary Ferney-Voltaire on his eightieth birthday. The 
whole project was completed in less than four months. 
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Hari and I went to Geneva and released the book on 
4" August 2016 to the utter joy of Gabriel and his 
fellow Rotarians! 


BOOK LAUNCH OF DO GOOD IN THE WORLD’ 


2. Global Grant Project (2016-17) 
To commemorate the centenary of TRE, I developed 
a major AB project to establish four Vision Centres 
(primay eye-care centres) at four rural areas — Dodda- 
ballapura, Jigani, Kankapura, and Maddur — and to 
support cataract surgeries of 2,200 poor patients and 
100 eye surgeries of poor children in addition to dis- 
tributing 1,000 spectacles to government schools stu- 
dents having refraction issues. The total project size 
was over US$ 1,10,000. 

The project that was supported by four clubs of 
my Rotary district, four clubs from Portugal, and 
one each from France and UK apart from a grant of 
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US$ 52,000 from TRE, The project was successfully 
implemented during January 2017 to August 2019, 
benefiting more than 4,900 poor patients. 


3. Gambia Children Surgery Mission (2017) 
In March 2017, a well-established ophthalmologist 
from Mysore, who specialised in paediatric eye sur- 
geries and had volunteered his professional services on 
several occasions outside India, requested me to put 
together a proposal to support surgeries of fifty under- 
privileged Gambian children, taking into travel cost 
of three ophthalmologists and an anaesthetist, apart 
from the cost of consumables required for surgeries. 
While Dr. Ravishankar put together the medical 
team and consumables with the support of a US- 
based foundation, I raised funds for the travel of the 
medical team from a couple of clubs abroad and four 
of them from my district. I also traveled along with 


THE GAMBIA PROJECT 


Service 43 


the medical team to The Gambia in early September 
2017 for a week and volunteered my services to co- 
ordinate the logistics and delivered talks at two local 
Rotary clubs. In this mission, totally 42 surgeries were 
performed (37 children and 5 adults). I shared this 
experience through an article in Rotary News, a 
monthly regional Rotary magazine. 


Mega School Screening Project (2017-18) 
ON A SINGLE day — 3" July, 2017 — eye screening for 
students from 73 government schools spread across 
RI District 3190 was done with the help of 17 eye 
hospitals. Members of 31 Rotary clubs volunteered to 
conduct the screening. On a single day, 31,500 stu- 
dents were screened and 3,700 were diagnosed with 
eye-related issues. Free spectacles were distributed 
to those with refraction issue. This is a world record, 
though officially not declared, as we had not formal- 
ly registered this event with the office of the Guiness 
World Records, UK. 


Rotary India Centenary Project (2019-20) 
Tue first Rotary club in India, Rotary Club of Calcutta, 
was established on 1“ January, 1920. To commemorate 
the Rotary India Centenary Year 2019-20, the Dis- 
trict AB Committee developed a project — Rotary 
Vision 2020 to support eye screening of 1,00,000 
government school students and provide spectacles 
free of cost to those who had refraction issues. 
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We joined hands with Department of Health and 
Family Welfare, who managed the District Blindness 
Control Society headed by an ophthalmologist and 
with Essilor Vision Foundation established by Essilor, 
a French multi-national corporation, who agreed to 
provide spectacles free of cost. We also managed to 
get support from three companies for meeting logis- 
tics expenses, printing vision charts, awareness book- 
lets and other stationery items for conducting the 
screening camps. With the support of 30 clubs and 14 
eye hospitals, we screened over 1,04,000 students and 
distributed nearly 4,500 spectacles in three months’ 
time. 


Recognition 


Re FROM SCHOOL days, whatever I took up — 
playing a game of cricket, debating, being a cadet 
of National Cadet Corps (NCC), or writing examina- 
tions — I did with great enthusiasm. Even after cross- 
ing seventy, I continue to have similar enthusiasm, be 
it for developing and implementing a service project 
or mentoring a start-up entrepreneur. Though I can 
not claim this as an achievement, this has enabled me 
to experience fulfillment. 

Having received several awards during my school 
and college days and subsequently during my entre- 
preneurial years, the best recognition that I have 
received so far, perhaps, is being recognised as an engi- 
neer who has contributed well to the society in the areas of 
education and industry from M. S. Ramaiah College of 
Engineering on the occasion of 150" birth anniversary 
of Sir M. Visvesvaraya (September 2010). That year, 
I turned sixty. 

Similarly, having been a Rotarian since 1988 and 
done a few service projects in the AB area, I have been 
recognised by several clubs as well as the District. But 
I consider receiving the Service Above Self award (in 
February 2020)—the highest bestowed on a Rotarian 
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by Rotary International—as another important recog- 
nition. I happened to turn seventy when I received it. 


7 


RECEIVING THE SERVICE ABOVE SELF AWARD 


While the awards, be it a citation or a certificate, 
are there to show, the recognition stays in our mind 
forever, motivating us to perform more and better. 


Epilogue 

The mystery of human existence lies not in just staying alive, 
but in finding something to live for. 
—Fyodor Dostoyevsky (1821-81) 
Russian novelist, essayist, and journalist 
A? HUMAN BEINGS, we seek happiness and do get 
glimpses of it sometimes through aesthetic expe- 
rience — be it through music or dance. The joy arising 
at the mind attains higher level when it manifests as 
contentment. We do experience contentment momen- 
tarily when we eat a good meal or when certain family 
or professional responsibilities get fulfilled. However, 
when we help an underprivileged child for his/her ed- 
ucation and the child does well in life or when we help 
a diseased person to get cured and he/she sheds a few 
tears of gratitude — the satisfaction we experience is 
qualitatively superior. 

After crossing the age of fifty, I decided to use the 
competence and skills that I had acquired during the 
course of my career and business, towards community 
activities by dedicating a part of my time and my re- 
sources for it. This was a way of repaying my debt 
to the society. Similar to gravity—natural force that 
pulls objects—some work that we do out of our pas- 
sion without any expectation, attracts people towards 
us. 
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Having served as Chairman of the District AB 
Committee on several occasions in the last two dec- 
ades, I have been fortunate that many committed 
members have been a part of the Committee, of which 
two are practising ophthalmologists and the others, 
passionate volunteers. 

My experience of serving the cause of AB for close 
to two decades encouraged me in 2020 to establish 
an independent trust — Rotary Avoidable Blindness 
Foundation (RABF) with three of the Committee 
members as the other trustees, exclusively to serve the 
cause of AB across India through 4,400 Rotary clubs 
that are currently functioning. 

To enlarge service activities, RABF is establishing 
a cause-based Rotary club exclusively to work in the 
area of AB. Recently, RABF has partnered with a Sec- 
tion 8 company promoted by IIT alumni. One of their 
primary objectives is Arresting Growth of Blindness in 
India. This partnership envisages increasing free cata- 
ract surgeries that are being done by Rotary-supported 
eye hospitals across India from the current 75,000 per 
year to 5,00,000 by 2030. 

RABF is in the process of developing a web portal 
to facilitate all the stakeholders in CO — Rotary clubs, 
Rotary-supported eye hospitals, corporates, NGOs, 
and volunteers to come together, not only for creating 
awareness in the common man on various eye-related 
issues and eye donation, but also to support treatment 
of under-privileged section of the Indian population. 
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‘The discipline and rigour that one must possess 
in developing and implementing service projects is no 
way different from that which are required for com- 
mercial projects, except that one should not look at 
any returns for the time and efforts invested, apart 
from accepting criticism and comments in the same 
breath as recognition. 

‘The joy and satisfaction that I derived on com- 
pletion of a project, benefiting several thousands of 
underprivileged persons can not be equated to any 
monetary value. I have experienced this joy repeatedly 
over the last two decades. 

Developing the web portal for RABF and writing 
a book like Eye-opener (or this one) are basically my 
way of transferring knowledge and experience that I 
have acquired over two decades to the next genera- 
tion of volunteers, to ensure that the AB movement is 
taken forward by leveraging technology in an effective 
and transparent manner benefiting the community at 
large. 


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 


HILE THE BOOK Eye-opener (which I co-wrote 

with Dr. N. Ramesh) was being reviewed by 
reputed ophthalmologists and professionals during 
the period of January to March 2022, I used that time 
to write From Darkness to Light based on my Rotary 
experiences. If I have to acknowledge the support 
given by Rotarians and others, by listing them out, it 
would become bigger than this booklet! 

I thank all Rotary leaders and Rotarians of RID 
3190 and specially acknowledge the contribution of 
DG Rtn. Fazal Mahamood (2021-22) for his moti- 
vation and support apart from a writing a generous 
message. I thank my three Co-Founders of Rotary 
Avoidable Blindness Foundation — Rtn. Dr. Venkat- 
subramaniam, Rtn. Usha Medina, and Rtn. Y. C. Roy 
for their love, respect, and support throughout my 
journey. I thank all members of the District AB 
Committee, my home club (RB Koramangala), and the 
Trustees of the club’s trust for their support in what- 
ever project I have undertaken. 

My family has always been a pillar of support for 
all my activities including this booklet; special thanks 
to my son Hari who has put in a lot of effort in editing 
and designing this booklet. 


M, V. R. 


ANNEXURE 


My Tryst with Four Way Test 

Ss (470-399 sce) was a scholar, teach- 

er, and philosopher born in ancient Greece. His 
‘Socratic Method’ laid the groundwork for Western 
systems of logic and philosophy. Socrates thought 
that a person must ask themselves the following ques- 
tions before they say anything: 

1. Am I sure that what I’m going to say is true? 

2. Am I going to say a good thing? 

3. Do I really need to say it; i.e., is it useful? 

This ‘Triple Filter Test’ is an excellent guide, both 
for what we are going to say and listen to. Perhaps it 
could be represented pictorially as well. 


SOcRATES Tripte Firter Test 


TF whot you're going +2 
Say +p eys fs 


1@) VE Aa 
Truturuness | NOT TR > 
AND/oR J 
Goopness NoT Goop 
AND/OR 


NoT USEFUL 
oe dont Say ec \ 
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Truthfulness, Goodness, and Usefulness thus form 
a set of parameters that represent healthy and con- 
structive communication. 

In 1932 Rtn. Herbert Taylor took over the man- 
agement of a Club Aluminium Company that was 
facing bankruptcy. Perhaps he had a good under- 
standing of the Triple Filter Test and hence developed 
the Four Way Test for all his employees to follow in 


their business and professional lives. 


Of the things we think, say or do — 
Is it the TRUTH? 
Is it FAIR to all concerned? 
Will it build GoopwiIL1 and BETTER FRIENDSHIPS? 
Will it be BENEFICIAL to all concerned? 


‘This twenty-eight-word Four Way Test became a 
guide for all functions of business — production, sales, 
advertising, and dealing with customers and vendors. 
The survival of the company was credited to this 
philosophy. Adopted by Rotary in 1943, this Four 
Way Test is translated into over a hundred languages 
and published in thousands of ways. 

My good friend Late Rtn. Ramanand during one of 
our conversations in May 1988 invited me to join the 
newly-formed Rotary Bangalore Koramangala, which 
was then meeting at Taj West End Hotel. Having 
attended couple of meetings as his guest and met a 
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few enterprising members like Sushil Daru, Bharath 
Shah, and Muralidhar, I decided to join. The meet- 
ing venue logistically suited my convenience as it was 
situated between my factory at Rajajinagar and my 
home at Ulsoor. 

I often travelled abroad on business during the 
1980s and 1990s apart from being active in the 
Electronics Industries Association holding key posi- 
tions. I was not active during the first few years of my 
Rotary life. I was, however, visiting clubs in Europe, 
Sri Lanka, USA, and enjoying camaraderie of Rotari- 
ans. It was in 1997 that I started actively participating 
in the service projects of the club when I became the 
Director for that avenue of service. During the Rotary 
year 1998-99 when I was the Secretary of my club, I 
started knowing more about Rotary — its objectives, 
the Four Way Test, club by-laws, etc. It was in July 
1999 that I applied the Four Way Test when I was 
caught up in a situation that made me ponder a lot 
about the actions that I had to take for my future. 

Being the President-Elect during the Rotary year 
1999-2000, I had to take the mantle of leadership of 
the club from 1* July 2000. On 10" July 1999, I got 
an email from my only brother (who was a bachelor) 
working at Pohnpei, Federated States Micronesia. He 
was seriously ill and he planned to return home. He 
was diagnosed with Stage-4 cancer of the oesophagus 
and stomach. Knowing the seriousness of the prob- 
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lem, I was wondering whether should I take up lead- 
ership of the club or even continue with the business 
that I was managing. 

I went through the Four Way Test and tried to 
answer all the questions in the best possible manner: 

The truth was: the life of my brother is important 
but at the same time I was responsible to my business 
involving different stake-holders. 

I convened a meeting of all my immediate family 
members and told them about the situation. My wife 
who was working as lecturer in a college decided to 
apply for long leave and assured that she will take care 
whenever I had to travel on work. My sisters said they 
will take turns to be in the hospital. 

I convened a board meeting of the company of 
which I was one of the Founder-Directors to inform 
them that I may have to resign in view of the situation 
and hand over the responsibilities progressively to 
another Director. 

As I turned fifty in 2000 and had planned to do 
fifty service projects when I took over as the President 
of the club, I decided to continue in Rotary for the 
benefit of the community at large. 

When I look back, I am really amazed at the power 
of this Four Way Test, which looks so simple but is 
extremely powerful. No wonder it was adopted by 
Rotary in 1943, translated into over 100 languages 
and published over thousands of ways! 
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Having opened with the communication frame- 
work developed by a Greek philosopher, let me con- 
clude with a verse from Manu-smrithi — 


satyam briyat, priyam briyat, 
na briyat-satyam-apriyam 
priyam ca nanrtam briyad- 
esa dharmah sanatanah 
—Manu-smrti 4.138 


Speak words that are truthful and pleasant, 
not unpleasant truths nor pleasant lies. 
This is the eternal dharma! 
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Whatever little I have contributed through the 
service projects I have undertaken in the last two 
decades was possible because of the sound values 
established during my early years by the elders in 
my family. This was by actual demonstration of 
conducting a disciplined day-to-day life without 
fear or seeking favours — not by preaching nor by 
empty talk. I sincerely went about applying those 
lessons of life to both my profession and to social 
work, 

We realise our academic potential through the 
examinations we pass or the degrees we obtain. We 
realise our knowledge/skill potential through the 
wealth we create through work, be it a profession 
or an independent business. I realised my potential 
to do some service to humanity through Avoidable 
Blindness (AB) projects that were supported and 


implemented through Rotary International. 
From Darkness to Light is a brief chronicle of 


my journey in Rotary with special emphasis on the 
AB service projects that I have been a part of. 
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